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'Nicaraguan Army: ‘War Machine’
Or Defender of a Besieged Nation?

3

WASHINGTON, March 29 — The
threat that Nicaragua's Army may
pose to other Central American coun-
tries has become a central issue in the
debate over renewed United States fi-
nancing for the rebels fighting to topple
the Government. .

The Administration says the army is
a juggernaut, far larger than the other
Central American militaries and
poised to attack its neighbors. But
Democrats in Congress and some offi-
cials in the Administration say they be-
lieve the White House has overstated
its case. :

At the same time,
| many of the Administration’s critics
. agree with

other major concerns about Nicara-

gua: that many Sandinista leaders are

Marxist-Leninists and that they have

aided El Salvador's leftist guerrillas.
| Reagan Sees a ‘War Machine’
| Mr. Reagan has accused the Nicara-
‘guans of building “a war machine”
| that ‘‘dwarfs the forces of all their
! neighbors combined.”

In February, Vice President Bush
belittled “‘some who still insist’ that
-sthese Marxists have no extraterri-
torial ambitions.”

i

|

i
however, even

two of President Reagan’s!

'

\
l
\
:

, fundamental assertions about Nicara-

In interviews with more than two .

. dozen officials in the White House, the

volved with Central American affairs,
these were some of the main findings:
gThe Salvadoran and Guatemalan
regular armies, with 48,000 and 40,000
troops, are each nearly as large as the
Nicaraguan Army, which has 40,000

to Defense Department figures. When
all the other Central American armies
are combined, they are far larger than
| Nicaragua’s. On the other hand, when
army troops and militia are lumped to-
gether, Nicaragua’'s military forces
are larger than those of any other Cen-
tral American country, although
Guatemala claims to have a 900,000-
member Rural Civil Guard.
gSenior Administration officials, in
and in public reports, have
frequently sald Nicaragua intends to
attack its neighbors. But State and De-
fense Department officials say unoffi-
| cially that they do not believe Nicara-
| gua has any such intention. -
gPresident Reagan has said that
s«the Sandinista military buildup began

: Defense and State Departments, Con-
gress and private organizations in-
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two and a half years before’ the United
States-backed Nicaraguan rebels took
up arms and was not a result of rebel
attacks. -But Defense Department
records show that the first shipment of
heavy Soviet-made arms to Nicaragua
came many months after the first re-
ports of rebel attacks.

gNicaraguan officials have said one
reason for their buildup is that they
fear an American invasion. Adminis-
tration officials confirmed that since at

jeast 1983, the United States had used a
“perception management’’ program,
as a classified Defense Department
document called it, to keep the Nicara-
guans concerned that the United States
might attack.

gwhite House and State Department
officials were unable to verify the ac-
curacy of several quotations that the’
President and others have attributed to

Nicaraguan leaders in support of their .

assertions - about Nicaragua's inten-
tions. In one case, the State Depart-:
ment acknowledged that it knew of no;
Sandinista official who ever used ani
often-quoted phrase that Nicaragua
seeks a *‘revolution without frontiers.” -

Even the Administration’s critics
agree with several of the President’s

gua. ;
Manyoft.hemsaytheyareeonvinced :

that Nicaragua has supplied arms and

other assistance to El Salvador’s leftist|

rebels, although there is disagreement

. about the scope of that assistance and,

regular troops and another 20,000 mili-
tia members on active duty, according |

.
|

whether it continues.

R tative Michael D. Barnes,
Democrat of Maryland, the chairman
of the House Subcommittee on Western.
Hemisphere Affairs, said that *‘there is
no doubt” about Nicaragua’s ‘‘support
to the left in El Salvador.” -

Administration critics also agree
that many of Nicaragua’s leaders are
Marxist-Leninists with close ties to
Cuba. To some Administration sup-
porters, that fact alone is sufficient evi-
dence of aggressive intent.

There also is widespread concern
that Nicaragua could become a Soviet
military base. “There’'s a possibility
for air bases and submarine pens,”
said Senator Richard G. Lugar, Repub-
lican of Indiana, the chairman of the
Foreign Relations Committee. Soviet
and Nicaraguan officials have denied
such assertions.

'Arrr'ly’s Size and Ability
Is a Matter of Dispute

A White House spokesman said Otto
J. Reich, Ambassador for Latin Amer-
jcan public diplomacy, was the ptflaal
best suited to outline the Administra-
tion’s concerns about Nicaragua and;
the evidence to support them.

1n an interview, Mr. Reich dwcnbgd
the Nicaraguan Army as “‘enormous in
relation to its immediate environ-
ment"’ and added that ‘‘invasion is one
of thethingsweareconcemed about. |

The Defense Department estimates.

that the Nicaraguan Army includes
about 40,000 regular, active-duty troops
and another 20,000 civilian militia
members on active duty, for a total
troop strength of about 60,000.

The department also estimates that
El Salvador has 48,000 troops on active
duty, Honduras has 21,000 and Guate-
mala has about 40,000, for a combined
troop strength of about 109,000. Costa
Rica has no army but does have a 9,500-
man Civil Guard.

Nicaragua also has a civilian militia
of 50,000, in addition to those on active
duty, and Administration officials
sometimes include the militia in their
public statements about the size of the
Nicaraguan Army.

Carlos Tunnerman Bernheim, the
Nicaraguan Ambassador to the United
States, said the militia included ‘‘all
types of people: factory workers, stu-
dfnts. women, children and old peo-

e."

All of them, he said, ‘‘have had some
minimal training,” adding that they
would be issued weapons if Nicaragua
were invaded.

A Defense Department official, ac-
knowledging that the militia includes
some women and children, said that
“we don't know how well trained they
are” or how many have arms.

Costa Rica has a 10,000-member
civilian militia, Honduras has a 4,500-
member “public security” force and
Guatemala claims to have a 900,000
member rural defense force.

Of the assertions of a possible Nica-
raguan invasion of its neighbors, For-
eign Minister Miguel d’Escoto Brock-
man of Nicaragua said, “To believe
that is to believe that in addition to
being evil, we are also insane.”

A senior Defense Department official
directly involved with Central Amer-
jcan affairs agreed, saying that ‘‘we
don’t expect an attack’ because ‘‘we
don’t think they wouid be that stupid.’’

“That would be the solution’’ to the
Nicaragua problem, he added, because
the United States would ‘‘most certain-
ly” attack.
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'Administration officials frequently |

point to Nicaragua’s armor as evidence
of aggressive intent. Nicaragua has
more tanks than any other country in
the region. :

In a speech last month, Vice Presi-
dent Bush said Nicaragua had ‘‘over
150 tanks.” And Government white
papers describing a Nicaraguan threat
point out that Nicaragua has ‘‘heavy
ferries to give additional amphibious
mobility” to the tanks, as one white
paper said. It also noted that Nicara-
gua’s borders with Honduras and Costa
Rica are “‘largely defined by rivers."

Defense Department officials say the
Nicaraguans have 110 Soviet-built T-54
and T-55 tanks that are 25 to 30 years
old. Col. Lawrence L. Tracy, the State
Department’s military adviser for
Latin American public diplomacy, said
the tanks ‘couldn’t survive against
modern antitank weaponry.’’ Colonel
Tracy is one of the authors of the Gov-

.ernment’s most recent white paper, |

issued in March.
Since most of Nicaragua is too hilly
| for tanks, to be used against Honduras

they would probably have to be loaded

on flatbed trucks and driven up the

Pan-American Highway,
Tracy and others said.

That could be ‘‘suicidal,’”” Colonel
Tracy said. The Honduran Air Force,
which includes more than two dozen jet

- fighters and bombers, ‘could easily
take them out,” a senior Defense De-
partment official said, since Nicaragua
h?s “no significant air force to speak
of.” .

Mr. Reagan, in a 1983 session with re-
porters, said Nicaragua had “fighter
planes, bombers and so forth.”

Defense Department officials say

Colonel

Nicaragua has no jet fighters or bomb- ' P°

ers or other modern combat aircraft,
except about 10 sophisticated Soviet
helicopter gunships.

Mr. Reich said, ‘“If all the Nicara-
guan tanks were to simply occupy a
plain in southern Honduras, they could

Government could collapse.’
But Mr. Reich also acknowledged

that the ‘‘Sandinista military hasn't :

shown us much so far” in its war
against the rebels.

Nicaraguan Buildup:
Origin Is Debated

Ambassador Tunnerman, like other
| Nicaraguan officials, said that *‘we had
- toincrease our military because we are

facing aggression from the contras,”

as the rebels are often called.
, But a senior State Department offi-
; cial contended that “‘they announced
, their intentions and were rushing pell-
. mell to buy tanks long before the con-
_ g were a threat.” Nicaragua denies
' t.

The first clear statement of Nicara-
gua’s intent was a Government paper
called “the 72-hour document.” Pub-
lished in Managua in the fall of 1979, a

| tew months after the Sandinistas came

to powes, it reported “in detail on an
extrao! meeting Sept. 21 to 23"
of the Sandinista leadership, a State

t cable from Managua said.

The United States Ambassador called
the document “remarkably frank,”
and Reagan Administration officials
frequently cite it. .

Ot military plans, the document said,
“Though we do not wish to downplay
the need for a strong military to take
care of national defense, we would like
to point out that at the present time
there is no clear indication of an armed
counterrevolution’’ and ‘“‘what merits
our attention is domestic factors."’

At the same time, in 1979 Cuba was
sending a variety of specialists to Nica-
ragua, including military advisers, and
a Defense Department official said
that showed that the Nicaraguans “had
this buildup planned all along.”

Bosco Matamoros, an official in the

| largest rebel group, the Nicaraguan

Democratic Force, said recently that
armed rebels began attacks in Nicara-
guainlseo.‘l'hatisalsowhenSand!n-
ista officials began complaining of at-
tacks. And in recent interviews, rebel

' jeaders have said they began receiving

training and assistance from the Ar-
gentine military in 1880.

In February 1981, Nicaragua an-
nounced it would form a large citizen
militia: By then, 67 Nicaraguan sol-
diers had been killed in attacks by sev-
eral hundred rebels, many of them for-
mer Nicaraguan National Guardsmen

‘whohadbeenoperatingomofnon-
" duras for more than a year, press re-

rts of the time said.

Also in February 1881, Defense
Minister Humberto Ortega Saavedra
asserted that Nicaragua needed a large
militia because ““there is a danger that
the thousands of former National
Guardsmen abroad”’ could find support

humiliate the Honduran Army, and the = {To@ the United States.

Months later, in mid-1981, a senior

Defense Department official said,
Nicaragua acquired its first Soviet-
made tanks, Until then, another De-

fense Department official said, they

had been receiving “‘small arms and

: light artillery, mosﬂy.."

Late that -

U.S. Has Stirred
Fears of Invasion

Nicaraguan officials have repeatedly
said they are worried about a United
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States invasion, and since at least 1983
the Reagan Administration has inten-
tionally reinforced those fears, senior
Administration officials confirmed.

tate

A,

A senior State Department official
confirmed this week that the program
was still in place and said its purpose
was to gain concessions from the Nica-

raguan Government. “Every time
_ there’s an invasion scare, they make
some concessions,” he said. Another
senior official said, “We do our best t0
keep them concern A

Statements from the President and
other senior officials in Washington
raise invasion concerns in Managua.
But the most important element of the
program, officials said, has been a
series of e American mili-
tary in Honduras, begin-
mnginenrlylsaa.methesta_rtAd-:
ministration officials have said the;
maneuvers were intended to intimidate

Nicaragua. .
N f'oqeo!theemtﬁlourmlsw

create fear of an invasion,” a senior
Administration officia¢ said. The
American troops ‘‘push very close to’
the border, deliberately, to set off all
the alarms,” he added.
Ambassador Tunnerman said that
«“with 12,000 troops on our border’” and
rresponding escalation of state-
ments from the Government”’ in Wash-
ington, “we have reason to be con-

ce .

| The Defense Department is prepar-
ing for large-scale maneuvers along

the Nicaraguan-Honduran border that

Awillbeginwithinatewweeks.’

The Administration intentionally
scared the Nicaraguans in another
manner last November, when officials
in Washington said a ship docking in
Nicaragua might be carrying Soviet
fighter planes.

Administration officials said later
that no planes had been unloaded. But

thorized  thi Central: lnr.euii eni ce |'during the MIG crisis, as Nicaraguans
i Agency t0 £ 2l {cara now call it, American surveillance air-
rebels. - craft flying over Managua caused a

series of sonic booms, further alarming
.the Nicaraguans at a time when ten-

sions were already high.

. Such planes frequently fly over Nica-
ragua and other countries without
causing sonic booms.

Mr. Reich confirmed that the booms
were intended to scare.the Nicara-
| guans. Another semior State Depart-

ment official said that “there is talk
" about doing the same thing again.”
|
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Central American Troop Strengths

Numbers are approximate.

Nicaragua

Regular armed fOrCes ...........oermrrereestsmsresieismsssssnssssesacsnisanne 40,000

Civilian militia members now on active duty.......ccccuceeciiiesienene 20,000

Other civilian militia MEMDErS .........ccocvecreiistasereserinsaerasanicsans 50,000

El Salvador

Reguiar armed fOrCeS .......couuurriecrrsiminnesissanictannsecasasssnnes 48,000 |

National Guard, Treasury Police, National Police...................... 8,500

Honduras

Regular armed fOrCes ......cvveeiesriarimmissesnsnastsessnissntanesnsses 21,000

PUDHC SBCUTITY fOFCOS...c...cvirrraririaarnessssississssssassnennsssnsanss 4,500

Guatemala

Regular 8rmed fOrCes ........ceuimrerermammseserisesisssssnnsiansncse 40,000

Treasury Police, National POlCe .......c.coouiiminmniinesiicscinscnnene 11,000

RUFAI CiVil GUATD ..evveeeeeeeeeriiessiesesesisesnensnssnreessansosessssssassanas 900,000

CostaRica

Regular rmed fOrCES ........ccvcirereeirseessencnssisnstensnnssimssssnsacsessss " None

Civil 8nd RUFBI GUATDS ......evveervessecrssraressisnisssassssssssesssssasanasses 9,500

CVE M. eeceveerererraeerrremseearesosssrossansrassusarnnsssassssnsaansnssonsssas 10,000
. Sourog: Defense Department and Central American Govommorm
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